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Homelessness is a complex and multidetermined personal
and public issue, influenced by a host of factors:
Environment, socioeconomic, deinstitutionalization,
psychosocial and psychological. As social workers, it is
an important time to assess the impact of homelessness on
family cohesion and adaptability.
There was a time when homelessness was identified with
the often-romanticized, depression-era examinations of
hobos, tramps, rogues and vagabonds, and those who were
unwilling to work, addicts, the irresponsible,
predominantly male, and other social outcasts. Society in
general viewed homelessness as something that was self
imposed; something that could be easily avoided by those
who had the moral will to do so. Homeless families
represent the major changes in the overall composition of
the homeless population.
There is a rapid increase in the number of homeless
families, as a result of the reasons previously discussed.
The increase in the number of children who through no fault
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of their own have become homeless with their parents has
resulted in the establishment of family shelters.
The existence of homelessness provokes a variety of
responses: Anger, outrage, guilt, shame and perhaps the
most devastating, an overwhelming sense of helplessness.^
We read of the increasing number of families, fathers and
children, mothers and fathers, mothers and children without
shelters or homes, and our capacity for empathy fails us.
The feunily unit, whether nuclear or extended, is one
of the oldest social institutions known to human beings.
Customs, traditions and values are handed down from
generation to generation through the family structure. It
follows, therefore, that the social and spiritual health of
society depends to a large extent on stable family units.
Conversely, disruption of normal faunily life may have far
reaching negative consequences not just for the fcunily
directly involved but for society as a whole.
Homeless fcunilies now constitute the fastest growing
group of homeless persons, and are estimated at 30 - 50% of
all homeless persons.^ The numbers of homeless fcunilies
are expected to rise as a result of the decrease in
low-income housing, a sharp rise in poverty, and the high
cost of housing coupled with low rent allowances for those
receiving public assistance.3 In cities where persons of
color are present in large numbers, single women, primarily
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African American and secondarily Latino women,
predominate.^
Having observed families for a period of three years,
the researcher has realized how stressful being homeless
can be. The homeless family has to learn to live by a new
set of rules which includes sharing facilities with
strangers. The loss of employment can often lead to
economic ruin and the inability to provide for the basic
needs of life. Violence within the fcunily and divorce
leads to the splintering of traumatic experiences. All of
these factors result in large numbers of fcunilies becoming
unexpectedly homeless.
Our attention has been called to two basic dimensions
of family behavior - adaptability and cohesion.
Adaptability refers to the ability of a marital or family
system to change its power structure, role relationships,
relationship rules in response to situational or
developmental stress. Cohesion is viewed as the "emotional
bonding" that family members have toward one another and
the degree of individual autonomy they experience.
Overall, those feunilies which have positive communication
skills, larger and more flexible range of responses, are
more effective in family functioning.5
Family adjustment to stressors depend in large part on
the fcunily system's resources. Stressors may be referred
as those life events and related hardships that are of
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sufficient magnitude to bring about change in the family
system. Stress and crises are conceptualized not as
inherent in the event, but rather as a function of the
response by the distressed family, involving the emotional
state of members, interpersonal conflicts, and
disorganization of the family system. Conflict is an
inevitable part of any ongoing social
relationship - including the family.
Despite the magnitude and seriousness of the problem
of feimily homelessness, little is known about the impact of
homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability. This
research seeks to address those factors.
Statement of the Problem
The rapid rise in the population of the homeless,
especially among family units has increased both the scope
and intensity of the debate on how to preserve the families
that live under the extremely stressful conditions of
homelessness.
According to Bassuk, homelessness has become part of
the life experience of growing numbers of women and
children. Homeless fcunilies, generally headed by women,
may account for one-third of the estimated homeless
population of 2.5 million people, and are the fastest
growing subgroup.^ Little is known about family
homelessness, antecedents, cause and consequences of the
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impact of homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability.
Numerous studies have addressed some of the serious unmet
medical needs, and emotional problems of homeless families,
but no systematic study of the impact of homelessness on
family cohesion and adaptability. This is the problem this
descriptive exploratory study seeks to address.
Purpose/Significance of the study
The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of
homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability. The
study will address the kinds of changes - negative and
positive - families experience when they become homeless.
Domestic violence, fires, evictions from the homes of
fcunilies and friends, and uninhabitable living conditions,
set within a context of low housing availability,
frequently prompt the homelessness of woman and children.
In two-parent fcunilies, loss of income and unemployment
more often precipitate homelessness.7
It is painfully clear to social workers that social
work services to homeless fcunilies are woefully inadequate.
The significance of the study addresses a number of issues
for serious consideration. Given the fact that
homelessness can have a negative chain reaction including
the break up of the family, it is imperative that the
family unit be kept as intact as much as possible. Social
workers need to be sensitive to the needs of this
population, and to treat each feunily as a system. Social
6
workers must be bold and ambitious in our empirical
research for homeless families, now and in the future.
NOTES
''Ann Hartman, "Homelessness: Public Issue and Private
Trouble," Social Work, Journal of the National Association
of Social Workers. 34, 8 (Nov. 1989); 483-484.
^M. Edelman and L. Mihaly, "Homeless Families and the
Housing Crisis in the United States," Children and Youth
Services Review. II, 1 (1989); 91-108.
^R. Sewirtzman and I Fodn, "The Homeless Child at
School; From Welfare Hotel to Classroom," Child Welfare.
LXVI, 3 (1987); 237-245.
^M. H. Phillips, N. TeChillo, T. Kronefeld, and V.
Middleton-Jeter, "Homeless Feunilies; Services Make a
Difference," Social Work 69 1, (1988); 48-53.
^H. I. McCubbin and David H. Olson, "Beyond Feunily
Crisis: Family Adaptation." In H. I. McCubbin, M. Sussman
(Eds.) Advances and Development in Feunily Stress; Theory
and Research (New York; Horwitch, 1980).
^llen L. Bassuk, "Why Does Feunily Homelessness Occur?
A Case-Control Study," American Journal of Public Health
75, 7 (1988); 783-788.
^M. Wright Edelman and L. Mihaly, "Homeless Families
and the Housing Crisis in the United States," Children and




Homelessness: This word is often seen in the news and
heard in the media. What is it? What happens to the
families? Reported cases have escalated in recent years.
Yet we still persist in ignoring the possible impact of
homelessness on fcimilies. This study presents basic
background information about homelessness and discusses the
history, theories, and excimines the impact of homelessness
on family cohesion and adaptability.
According to the Elizabethan Poor Laws of 1601,
homeless people, were considered the undeserving poor,
vagrants, lazy individuals who were the causes of their own
dismal circumstance.^ Up to 1700, when almshouses began to
appear, cases of pauperism were handled on an individual
basis in town meeting.^ By the end of the colonial period,
the locus of responsibility for the poor began to shift
from the town to the province.
The United States policy and philosophy concerning the
homeless underwent major modifications after the 18th
century. Most of the homeless were widows, orphans and the
mentally ill cast adrift. At the turn of the century.
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policies were modified again because of the depression
years of the 1890s. Therefore, public lodging houses were
established with trained staff to register guests, complete
case histories and conduct labor test to discriminate
between the worthy unemployed and the unworthy vagabond.^
Rather than being perceived as immoral or lazy, the
needs of these people were considered legitimate because
their difficulties were caused by forces beyond their
control. The United States first official housing policy
was the Housing Act of 1937. The objective of was to
provide financial assistance to the states and political
subdivisions thereof for the elimination of unsafe and
unsanitary housing conditions, for the eradication of
slums, for the provision of decent, safe and sanitary
dwellings for fcunilies of low income, and for the reduction
of unemployment and the stimulation of business activity to
create a United States Housing Authority.^ The securing of
permanent housing is a service objective which homeless
families share with other homeless. There is no question
that the absence of housing affects all other areas of
life.
The number of homeless families are expected to rise
as a result of the decrease in low -income housing, a sharp
rise in poverty, and the highest cost of housing coupled
with low rent allowances for those receiving public
assistance.^
10
The literature on homelessness lacks an adequate
theoretical base. Conflicting theories about the causes
and the increase of the homeless population resulted in
research into homelessness. A study by Stark found that
homelessness was due to economic influences not
alcoholism.* Sutherland found out that out of a seimpling
of 1000 homeless men in Chicago, 5% were mentally ill and
4% were crippled, paralyzed or deformed in some way.^ In a
study by Stark, it was noted that the majority of homeless
men were homeless because of industrial inadequacies or
lack of skills to complete in a technological changing work
place.* These studies found that homelessness was caused
by social conditions.
The United States General Accounting Office found out
that there are three categories of the homeless: (a)
Chronic Disabilities, (b) Experiences of severe personal
crises, and (c) adverse economic crises.’ According to
Hartman, for example, a new typology is becoming part of
the discourse on the homeless. This typology includes four
categories of homeless people: 1) The situational
homeless, 2) the chronically mentally ill,
3) alcoholics, and 4) street people.^* This view has been
supported in the literature by the works of Breaky and
Fischer,Sullivan, and Damrosch.^^
According to the National Housing Task Force study,
almost one-third of all households earn less than $15,000 a
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year. The majority of people are renters. In 1987, 63%
of all poverty level households were living in rental
housing.Dolbeare, found out that the housing problems
faced by the poor encompass four major issues: 1) the
insufficiency of income, 2) the escalation of rents, 3) the
decreasing availability of low-priced housing and 4) the
insufficient and declining support from the federal
government.
Much research has been done to demonstrate how a weak
economy, coupled with a shortage of affordable housing, has
been the primary cause of homelessness; nevertheless, there
has been a prevailing attitude and belief that homelessness
is the result of an agglomeration of personal problems.
"Since the great majority of the homeless are afflicted
with behavioral or medical disabilities or both ... Lack of
housing isn't their most basic problem. They would be hard
pressed to keep a home if they received one." The
suggestion that housing is not the homeless person's basic
problem, demonstrates the author's repudiation of
homelessness as a social problem rather than a personal
problem.^®
Homelessness is related to deinstitutionalization.
There is little doubt that deinstitutionalization has
failed many of the chronically mentally ill and resulted in
them becoming homeless. Many persons who are homeless have
never been in a mental health facility and their
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homelessness is not in any way related to chronic mental
illness. This suggest that a number of people may be
homeless, not because of mental health problems, but
because of environmental factors, such as unemployment.^^
It is generally conceded that homelessness may be due to a
variety of factors - studies point to a relationship
between health status and social roles, class and cultural
variables as causal factors remain poorly understood
aspects of the health behavior of low-income and minority
women.Therefore, these need to be further investigated.
This study seeks to become aware of those factors that
affect homelessness in family cohesion and adaptability.
Milburk notes that some homeless individuals are
seriously mentally ill and in need of mental health
treatment as well as related social services.^® This
subgroup includes individuals who have been
deinstitutionalized as well as a number of individuals who
have never received mental health treatment Roth, Bean and
Hyde;^’ Lamb;^® and Bachrach.^^
The American Psychiatric Association Task Force
estimated that 25% to 50% of today's homeless persons have
serious chronic mental illness.In a study of the
characteristics of sheltered homeless mothers, they found
psychoses are over represented among this population.^
13
Another study addressing mental illness among
sheltered women found out that 25% of sheltered women
suffered from some kind of psychiatric clinical
syndrome - (such as affective disorder or substance use
disorder) but that these diagnoses did not cluster in a
single category.^^ Recently, Wright noted that the
homeless in America are not homeless simply because of an
alcoholic or mentally illness problem, but because the
disabilities exhaust the patience or resources otherwise
available in one's social network.
Even though no systematic epidemiologic studies have
focused specifically on the prevalence of addictions among
homeless feunilies, shelter providers note that a growing
number of mothers in inner cities are abusing alcohol and
crack.
Homelessness is not a new phenomenon. More recently
the population is expanded to include the economically
deprived, including women and their children as well as
single men and runaway youth. Snow, Baker, Anderson and
MartinHope and Young.The numbers of families in
shelters for homeless people has increased significantly.
Most of the fcunilies are single parents with children.^’
Debates about the absolute number of homeless individuals,
the genesis of their condition and even the underlying
definitions and characteristics of homelessness range.
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Alarming number of families have lost their homes and have
turned to emergency shelters for refuge.
The United States conference of Mayors, survey of 29
cities, noted that families comprise 34% of the overall
homeless population, and are the fastest growing subgroup,
and are predominantly headed by women.^ Representatives
at The Task Force for the Homeless in Atlanta, estimated
that the figure actually has ranged from 15,000 to 20,000 a
range nearly four times than that of the former estimate.
The number of feunilies with children in shelters or on the
streets represent an estimated 30% of the homeless
population. African American individuals and feunilies have
been a high risk group for homelessness. Between January
and October of 1991, 85% of those seeking shelter in Fulton
County were African American.
According to Bassuk's study of characteristics of
sheltered mothers and children, 70% to 90% of homeless
families are headed by women.An additional study by
Bassuk noted that 80 families and 156 children residing in
14 Massachusetts fcunily shelter revealed that homeless
mothers are generally young, currently single, have had a
high school education, have poor job histories, and have
been on welfare for a long time.^^
In a study of homelessness and affiliation by Mark La
Gory et al., it was asserted that socially attached
homeless feel no less lonely than those with limited ties.
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Noting further that homelessness is so stigmatizing that it
produces a sense of separation from normal society not
readily overcome, even by significant attachment
It is painfully clear that homelessness has
devastating effects upon both men and women, societal and
institutional racism coupled with sexism are at the core of
homelessness for women and children. According to Edelman
and Mihaly, homeless children are twice as likely to suffer
from chronic health problems such as cardiac decease,
anemia, vascular disorders, upper respiratory infections,
are five times as likely to suffer from gastrointestinal
problems.For those homeless children who attend school,
poor learning conditions make learning difficult, home work
impossible, and exhaustion prevalent.Development
delays, depression, and anxiety are too frequently
experienced by these families.^®
Another researcher like Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend
study of Homeless Women with Children have shown that
social support is an important factor in the maintenance of
well-being, in decisions to engage in help-seeking
behaviors and decreasing the adverse effects of life
stressors.®’
According to Meichenbaum, he proposes a set of coping
skills to help persons handle stressful events. The
process has three phases. First, the person is helped to
achieve an understanding of the nature of the stress and
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coping. Second, the person is taught specific coping
skills and is reenforced for using the ones the persons
already possesses. The final phase emphasizes the person
practice - coping skills are used in real situations.
Overall, stress inoculation involves focusing on what lies
ahead, grouping stressful events into manageable dose,
thinking of ways to handle small stressful events, and
practicing coping skills.^ A study by Wood, 200 families
from 10 greater Los Angeles area shelters were interviewed.
He found out that the families had been homeless for a
relatively short time; 60% had been homeless for less than
3 months. Only about 10% had been homeless for more than 1
year.
Mothers in the homeless feunilies were young, with a
median age of 29 and ranged from 14 to 50. The average
size of the families was between 2 and 3 children. The
majority of the feunilies were Black (57%), with 30% White
and 7% Latino. The majority of the mothers had graduated
from high school or finished some college. Approximately
70% of the families were on welfare they beceune homeless,
and more than 90% had been on welfare at some time.
Most of the families were headed by single women, but
more than half reported they were involved in a significant
relationship with a man. Twenty -five percent of the women
were married; however, many of the women in these
relationships were not living with their spouse. They were
17
typically involved with men who had problems of ;
Alcoholism, physical abusiveness toward women, poor work
history and mental illness.
Another study on homeless women by Bassuk et al.,
found that their homelessness was often caused by a crisis
in the major role of mother and wife. The percentage of
female-headed-fcunilies has ranged from 50% to 90%. Whether
a crisis caused homelessness in these faunilies has not been
investigated.^
Aneshensel's study of homeless women with children
have revealed that unmarried women are more vulnerable to
life stresses, economic stress and social isolation than
men are. It further noted that parental responsibilities
can compound other sources of stress, such as unemployment,
lack of housing and health concerns.
Barrett A. Lee et al., noted that sociologists have
regularly contributed to research on homelessness since the
beginning of the century. Yet few were in the vanguard of
observers who helped draw national attention to the "new
homeless” in the 1980s; That distinction belongs to
advocates, service providers, government officials, and the
media. In recent years, however, sociologist's empirical
efforts have proliferated. The journal literature is now
liberally sprinkled with sociological inquiries into the
demography of homelessness, the identity management
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strategies homeless people adopt, their social networks,
and their physical and mental health among other topics.^
The Homeless Information Exchange emphasizes the need
to address homelessness within the context of community
development by providing information on a continuum of
solutions including emergency shelters, support services,
transitional and permanent housing and preventing
strategies
Community Care for Homeless Families is a
comprehensive program design manual. It describes in
detail five areas of feimily homelessness. The first
section deals with the problem of feunily homelessness. The
second section handles community-based program development.
The final three sections deal with components of an
effective and comprehensive program response at the local
level. The chapter deals with job training and placement,
supports to community and fcimily, and health care.
Children's needs are handled in topics which deal with
socio-emotional needs of both preschoolers and school-aged
children.^
At one time many of the most obvious of the homeless
needs (food, shelter, health care, and sometimes vocational
activity) were met by the service providers. Most of the
responses to homelessness, however, have been policies and
progreuns that have been temporary, stigmatized and limited.
Despite large literature on homelessness, little to no
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literature looks at what impact homelessness has on family
cohesion and how the family adapts to it's new situation.
Irene and Herbert Goldenberg view a family as a
natural system, with properties all its own, one that has
evolved a set of rules, is replete with assigned and
ascribed roles for its members, has an organized power
structure, has developed intricate overt and covert forms
of communication, and has elaborated ways of negotiating
and problem solving that permit various tasks to be
performed effectively.
Within such a system, individuals are tied to one
another by powerful, durable, reciprocal emotional
attachments and loyalties that may fluctuate in intensity
over time but nevertheless persist over the lifetime of the
feunily
Olson, Russell, and Sprenkle et al., have defined
family cohesion as the emotional bonding that the family
members have toward one another. There are four levels of
cohesion, ranging from disengaged to separated, to
connected to enmeshment.
Adaptability is dependent upon two regulatory
mechanisms: positive and negative. In the event of
negative feedback, the status quo of a certain structure is
maintained. In the event of positive feedback, new




Adaptability and cohesion has been investigated in
understanding the violent-prone family system. Ron F. Lehr
and George Fitzsimmons in their study of Adaptability and
Cohesion: Implications For Understanding the
Violence-Prone System maintain that couples in violent
relationships are in a rigid and highly enmeshed system.
The study was undertaken to investigate characteristics of
112 violent couples who voluntarily requested counselling
at a family service agency. The findings were that the
violent prone system of the couple is marked by rigid
relationship rules and rigid behavior. Also a high degree
of enmeshment is also characteristic of these couples.
Theoretical Framework
Little to no literature exist on the impact of
homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability. The
Circumplex Model, the widely used model of family
functioning was used in the present exploratory study.
Also the Family Systems Theory developed by Murray Bowen is
referred to in more ways than one.
Bowen conceptualizes the feunily as an emotional unit,
a network of interlocking relationships, best understood
when analyzed within a multigenerational or historical
framework. He emphasizes the family as an emotional unit
in the etiology of individual dysfunction.
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The Circumplex Model clustered more than 50 concepts
from the fcunily therapy and feimily research literature and
the postulated three dimensions of family behavior;
Cohesion, Adaptability, and Communication. Cohesion is
family bonding that family members have toward one another.
Adaptability is the ability of a marital or family system
to change its power structure, role relationships, and
relationship rules. Communication, the third dimension in
the Circumplex Model, is considered to be the facilitating
dimension and is considered critical to movement on the
other two dimensions. Communication is not considered
graphically in the model.The present study does not
address this aspect of the Circumplex Model.
Four levels to the dimension of cohesion ranging from
disengaged (very low) to separated (low to moderate) to
connected (moderate to high) to enmeshed (very high) are
presented on the model. The four levels of adaptability
also range from very low to very high with rigid at the
very low extreme and chaotic at the very high extreme. The
more central types of the model are the most common. On
the dimension of cohesion, the extreme of enmeshment
represents overidentification so that loyalty to and
consensus within the family prevent individuation of family
members. At the extreme of disengagement, high level of
autonomy are encouraged and family members do their own
thing with limited attachments or commitment to their
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family. The rigid extreme is characterized by
authoritarian leadership, overly strict discipline, poor
problem solving abilities, with rigid, explicit rules which
are strictly enforced. Chaotic fcunilies have limited
leadership, very lenient discipline endless negotiations,
poor problem solving, and are characterized by dreunatic
rule shifts in rules which are implicit and only
arbitrarily enforced.®^
For the purpose of this study, the dimensions of
cohesion and adaptability appear to be conceptually sound
and are therefore studying homeless feunilies. This effort
attempts to establish empirically whether homeless families
will be classified as being rigidly enmeshed on the
Circumplex Model as measured by the FACES III instrument.
Definition of Terms
F2unily: A family unit is a unit comprised of one or both
parents, and their dependent children.
Homelessness: Describes the conditions of people who lack
fixed, regular and adequate nighttime shelter or those who
are in temporary shelter.
Cohesion: A measure of the emotional bonding between
feunily members, on the other hand, and the degree of
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individual autonomy experienced by individuals in the
family, on the other.
Adaptability; A measure of how far the family permits
change and how far it is characterized by stability.
Enmeshment: The type of interaction or the extent to which
the behavior of one family member has an immediate and
marked effect on those with whom that member is enmeshed.
Disengagement: The type of interaction in which the
behavior of one feimily member will have little effect on
the others.
Rigid: Having constricted and narrow standards of behavior
control.
Flexible: Behavior control where there is a reasonable
standard and flexibility around it.
Chaotic: Behavior control in which the style of control
switches, usually unpredictably, from rigid to flexible to
laisser-faire, so that no-one ever knows what to expect.
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This is an exploratory descriptive study designed to
explore factors that contributes to the impact of
homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability. Of
particular importance to the social work profession is the
need to provide information and data which will strengthen
social work practice with these families.
S^lmplinQ
A non-probability convenience sample was used. This
sample consisted of those fcimilies who were convenient to
the researcher and was willing to respond to the
researcher's questionnaire. The Scunpling population was
drawn from families residing in a transitional housing in
Northeast Atlanta.
Variables used to select this population included:
two parent fcunilies; female-headed feunilies; and
male-headed families; families who understood and spoke
English; ages between 16-45. A total of 13 fcunilies were
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interviewed and met the criteria and agreed to participate
in the Scunple group.
The Scunple group consisted of one male-headed
household, and seven female-headed household, and five two
parent household. All subjects were between the ages of
17-45, experiencing family dislocation and a wide range of
problems such as apathy, alienation, lack of cohesion, and
adaptability.
Data Collection Procedure (Instrumentation^
Before administering the questionnaire, preliminary
tasks were accomplished. These included getting permission
from the director of Nicholas House in Northeast, Atlanta.
Confidentiality and anonymity was ensured. From the
sample, subjects were given the option to refuse to
participate in the study. Informed consent forms was given
(Appendix A).
The purpose and goals were given. Clear instructions
for completing the questionnaire tool approximately 10
minutes. The transitional house Director, following the
agency's protocol, suggested that she and the social worker
introduce the researcher to the families.
Subjects were informed by the social worker that
participation was voluntary and they could withdraw from
the study anytime. The Director reassured the families
that the decision of whether or not to participate in the
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study would not affect their status in the transitional
program. Questionnaires were distributed, and subjects
were to return them to the social worker. No available
space to conduct the study was required. Subjects were free
to fill out the questionnaire whenever they chose.
The demographic data of the questionnaire (Appendix
B) was developed by the investigator to collect information
about the following: (a) Age; (b) Sex and marital status;
(c) Race of family; (d) number of family members and (e)
information about their homeless situation. The instrument
utilized consisted of 46 items. 6 questions on
demographics; 40 questions on cohesion and adaptability.
The Olson Circumplex model of family functioning was used
to excunine the characteristics of homeless families as
related to the dimensions of cohesion and adaptability.^
Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale (FACES-
III) is a 40 item instrument designed to measure fcunily
cohesion and family adaptability. It is based on Olson
Circumplex model of family functioning which asserts that
there are three central dimensions of family behavior:
cohesion, adaptability, and communication. Norms are
available for families, families with adolescents in
different stages of the life cycle. Scoring is done by
summing all items to obtain the total score, summing odd
items to obtain the cohesion score, and summing even items
to obtain the adaptability score. The higher the cohesion
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score, the more enmeshed the family is said to be. The
higher the adaptability score, the more chaotic it is.
Reliability has only fair internal consistency.
Validity - it appears to have good face validity.
The families residing in this transitional home did
not express any anxiety about sharing this type of
information; therefore, there were no alterations in the
instrument.
Data Analysis
The collected data were hand coded. Descriptive
statistics were used and are reported in terms of
percentages and frequency distribution. The tabulation for
the results of the Olson Circumplex Model - cohesion and
adaptability score was done by summation of the total
scores.
NOTES
^David H. Olson, Joyce Portner, and Yoav Lavee,
"Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale
(FACES-III). In Kevin Corcran and Joel Fischer (Eds.),
Measures for Clinical Practice; A Sourcebook (New York: The




The data collected in the study provide a convenient
sample of 13 families who participated in self administered
questionnaire. The presentation of results from this
exploratory and descriptive study of the impact of
homelessness on feunily cohesion and adaptability will be
discussed from the following perspective.
An analysis of the demographic data revealed the
following results (Table 1-6).
Demographic Data
The demographic data describes families and their
current situation of homelessness. Thirteen families










Of the thirteen fcunilies, twelve were Black (92%), one was





Female-headed household 7 54.0
Male-headed household 1 8.0
Two parent household 5 38.0
Total 13 100. 0
Seven of the thirteen families were female-headed
households (54%), five were two parent households (38%),
one was male-headed household (8%) (see Table 2).
Table 3
Frequency and Percentage
Respondents by Marital Status







Of the fifteen feimilies, three were separated (23.1%),
two were divorced (15.3%), Three (23.1%) were single and









Four (31%) of the total number were between the ages 17-25,
Seven (54%) were
(See Table 4).
between 26-35, and two were between 36-45
Table 5
Frequency and Percentage








The number of feunily members reflected four families (31%)
had members between 1-3, and nine families (69%) had number
of family members between 4-6 (See Table 5).
Table 6
Frequency and Percentage
Respondents by Length of Time
Lenath of Time Freauencv Percentaae
0-4 weeks 1 8.0
1-4 months 4 31.0
5-8 months 3 23.0
9-12 months 2 15.0
1 year and over 3 23.0
Total 13 100.0
The length of time the feunilies had been homeless reflected
one family (8%) had been homeless for a period of 0-4
weeks, four fcunilies (31%) had been homeless for 1-4
months, three (23%) for 5-8 months, and three families
(23%) had been homeless for a period of one year and over
(See Table 6).
Cohesion and Adaptability
An analysis of the variable cohesion and adaptability
revealed the following outcomes;
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Table 7
Level of Cohesion and Adaptability as Assessed by


















Total = 1350 Total =488
Total/N = 104 Total/N =38
Family scores from this instruments were used to develop
scores which were descriptive of the total number of
homeless fcunilies (13) in this study. By calculating the
score for each family on Cohesion and Adaptability the
researcher was able to determine by summing all items to
obtain the total score, summing odd items to obtain
Cohesion score, and summing even items to obtain the
Adaptability score. The higher the cohesion score, the
more enmeshed the family. The higher the adaptability
score, the more chaotic the family. It would appear that
the overall factor for homeless feimilies had a total score
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of 104 - (cohesion showing poor stability); and the overall
factor for the homeless families had a total score of
38 - (Adaptability showing very good stability).
Table 8
An Analysis of the Distribution of Family Cohesion
as Assessed by FACES III (N = 13)
Low Hiah
Disenaaaed Seoarated Connected Enmeshed
0 2 4 7
The results for the distribution of homeless fcunilies along
the cohesion dimension show that out of thirteen families,
seven (54%) fell on the highly enmeshed end of the
continuum, four (32%) were connected, two (15%) were
separated, no feunily showed disengagement (See Table 7).
Table 9
An Analysis of the Distribution of Family Adaptability
, as Assessed by FACES III (N = 13)
Low Hiah
Riaid Structured Flexible Chaotic
3 2 6 2
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The results for the level of adaptability show that two
families (15%) were classified as highly chaotic, six (46%)
were flexible, two (15%) were structured and three (23%)
were rigid
(See Table 8).
Overall, results show that 54% of the total population
fell in the extreme end of the continuum in the level of
Cohesion; None of the families fell on disengaged extreme,
54% were extremely enmeshed. Forty six percent were within
suitable balance; 15% separated and 31% connected.
Thirty eight percent of families fell in the extreme
of the adaptability level; 15% in the chaotic extreme and
23% in the rigid extreme. Sixty one percent were within
suitable balance; 46% flexible and 15% structured.
CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
This study indicates that more families are headed by
women, African American and currently single. The results
indicated that more number of homeless families in this
study were extremely enmeshed in the dimension of cohesion
and less number of extremes in the dimension of
adaptability. According to Olson et al., the more central
types of the model are the most common. However, it is
noted that families having problems fall most frequently
into the extremes.^
Examination of the research literature reveals that
little has been written about the impact of homelessness on
f2unily cohesion and adaptability. Findings indicate that
homeless fcunilies could benefit from intensive services
directed toward the many complexities that are involved in
establishing specific linkages between the presenting
problem(homelessness) and fcunily conflicts - cohesion and
adaptability. It is vital for social work practitioners to
establish the connection between presenting problem and
fcunily conflicts -cohesion and adaptability and recognize
how these connections shape the direction and focus of
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service provision and treatment. Continuous assessment,
evaluation are always involved. An analysis of the meaning
and the evaluation of the relative importance of cohesion
and adaptability on homeless families will uncover a
variety of reasons, such as inaccessibility of the parents,
the interrelationship between the homeless status, child
and fcunily. Knowledge about the significance of
interacting forces on homeless families will allow the flow
of significant data and feelings with respect to what went
wrong, why, when, and how both current and past family
conflicts - cohesion and adaptability may go hand in hand.
According to Bachrach, "more young women and fsunilies
are now part of the homeless population." Women and
children represent a silent minority among homeless
people.^ Few professional contributions to the literature
have focused on the special circumstances of homeless
women, homeless families, homeless single parent female
head households, homeless single parent male head
households and the impact of this on family cohesion and
adaptability. Little information (as noted by Bachrach)
exists in the economic, social, and psychological factors
that are precipitators of homelessness eunong homeless
fcunilies, women, men, and children.^
This study focused on homeless families, particular
attention was debated to their demographic characteristics
and factors that impact their homelessness - cohesion and
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adaptability. Mills and Ota asserts that studies
consistently have cited the lack of affordable housing,
gentrification, inflation and unemployment factors
contributing to homelessness.^ This study suggests that
while a primary cause of homelessness include those
previously identified factors, i.e. lack of affordable
housing, the data from this study suggest that many of
these families are susceptible to a range of conflicts,
stressors, crises. These factors, if not addressed, may
result in chronic psychological problems and interpersonal
problems, especially homeless children. Certainly
knowledge of the social context in which problems occur is
critical to finding solutions. Recognition of the impact
of homelessness on feunily cohesion and adaptability are
important factors for social work practitioners to
consider.
Limitations of the Study
There is a pressing need for the social work
profession to develop practice models that integrate social
work principles with innovative techniques and practice
strategies for work with homeless families. Particular
consideration should be given to this highly vulnerable
population.
Another limitation may be the small number of people
in the seunple population. This study is not generalizable
to the total population because of its limited scope.
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Further, no controls were set to control for extraneous
factors in the environment and in the subjects evaluated.
Suggested Research Direction
A broader study needs to be conducted related to the
impact of homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability.
There is a need to target services to address the
psychological needs as well as concrete services.
Longitudinal - cross cultural studies are needed regarding
the impact of homelessness on family cohesion and
adaptability.
NOTES
^Olson et al.. The Circumplex Model, In Ron F. Lehr
and George Fitzsimmons, "Adaptability and Cohesion:
Implications for Understanding the Violence-Prone Systems,"
Journal of Feuonilv Violence 6 (1991>. 257-259.
^:L. L. Bachrach, "Homeless Women: A Context for
Health Planning," Millbank Quarterly 65 (1987), 391-396.
^Ibid.
^Mills and Hiro Ota, "Homeless Women With Minor
Children in the Detroit Metropolitan Area," Social Work.




IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE
The implications for social work practice, theory and
research on this exploratory descriptive study of the
impact of homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability
are multidimensional in scope.
Social practice with homeless families requires an
understanding of a basic factor, homeless women and
children appear to represent a heterogeneous population
with an array of problems and needs.^ A framework for work
with this population involves establishing a relationship
between the social worker and the homeless fcunily. The
worker must gain a preliminary sense of the psychosocial
functioning of the family. Understanding The impact of
homelessness involves becoming acquainted with the shelters
and residents. Policies that emphasizes prevention,
comprehensiveness in service delivery, and collaboration
are needed. Concerns for how to understand the impact of
homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability are
essential components problem - identification and
assessment of this population.
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A theoretical base of homelessness on family cohesion
and adaptability is essential. Conflict theory speaks to
the dominations of the "haves" who possess and authority
over the "have-nots". On the fcimily level, systems theory
offers an understanding of the individual in relation to a
natural support system of feunily, friends, neighbors, and
community. On the individual level, role theory focuses on
individual role relationships within the fcunily and
community. Each member of the family would have an
assigned role. System theory was used to inform this
study. Systems theory has sometimes been applied in social
work practice. According to Germain and Gitterman, systems
theory explains the interaction of persons and the
environment. It allows one to analyze complex interacting
situations and relationships. The main contribution of
systems theory is its orientation to the client and the
worker to a field of interrelated systems.^ It brings
social work practice back to the person in the situation
and emphasizes the range of systems that surrounds the
client. This certainly has implication for homeless
families within shelters.
In the area of research on homeless feunilies,
certainly there is a need to address the impact of this
experience in terms of longitudinal studies from the
perspective of the families. Research is needed to address
the effects of homelessness on children, because these
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effects perpetuate the institutionalized underclass - poor,
children and women.
NOTES
^Mills and Hiro Ota, "Homeless Women With Minor
Children in the Detroit Metropolitan Area," Social Work.
Journal of the National Association of Social Workers. 34,
6 (1989): 481-576.
^C. B. Germain and A. Sitterman, The Life Model of











1790 Lavista Rd., NE
Atlanta, GA 30329
The Director:
I request permission to do my study in your agency.
The study is about The Impact of Homelessness on Family
Cohesion and Adaptability.
The study will involve administering questionnaires by
the researcher. This will take place in the agency. The
questions will include demographic data and will also test
cohesion and adaptability.
Possible risk involved in the study is the anxiety
experienced doing the questionnaire. All information will
be kept confidential by assigning numbers instead of a
name. A code sheet with the number will be destroyed after
the study is finished. Possible benefits from being in
this study include knowing that you and your family have
helped us better understand how to help homeless fcunilies.
Your participation will be greatly appreciated. If
you have any questions about the study please call Rosalia
Mthabela at 484-8145. If you need to know the conclusions




James P. Brawley Drive at Fair Street, s.w • Atlanta, Georgia 30314 • (404) sso-sooo





The purpose of the study is to explore the impact of
homelessness on family cohesion and adaptability.
This is not a test. It is your own experience and
honest opinion that is needed.
DO NOT SIGN YOUR NAME
Read each statement carefully, check an appropriate box to
indicate your situational experience.
1. What is your race?
Black [ ]
American Indian [ ]
Other [ ]
2. What is your household makeup?
Male headed household [ ]
Female headed household [ ]
Two-parent household [ ]
White [ ]
Hispanic [ ]
How old are you?
































Please us the following scale to answer both sets of
questions:
1 = Almost never
2 = Once in a while
3 = Sometimes
4 = Frequently
5 = Almost always
DESCRIBE YOUR FAMILY NOW:
1. Faunily members ask each other for help.
2. In solving problems, the children's suggestions
are followed.
3. We approve of each others friends.
4. Children have a say in their discipline.
5. We like to do things with just our immediate
family.
6. Different persons act as leaders in our feunily.
7. Fcunily members feel closer to other family
members than to people outside the family.
8. Our family changes its ways of handling tasks.
9. Family members like to spend free time with each
other.
10. Parent(s) and children discuss punishment
together.
11. Family members feel very close to each other.
12. The children make the decisions in our family.
13. When our family gets together for activities,
everybody is present.
14. Rules change in our family.
15. We can easily think of things to do together as a
feunily.
16. We shift household responsibilities from person
to person.
17. Family members consult other feunily members on
their decisions.
18. It is hard to identify the leader(s) in our
feunily.
19. Feunily togetherness is very important.
20. It is hard to tell who does which household
chores.
IDEALLY HOW WOULD YOU LIKE YOUR FAMILY TO BE:
21. Feunily members would ask each other for help.
22. In solving problems, the children's suggestions
would be followed.
23. We would approve of each other's friends.
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24. The children would have a say in their
discipline.
25. We would like to do things with just our
immediate feunily.
26. Different persons would act as leaders in our
family.
27. Family members would feel closer to each other
than to people outside the family.
28. Our feunily would change its way of handling
tasks.
29. Family members would like to spend free time with
each other.
30. Parent(s) and children would discuss punishment
together.
31. Family members would feel very close to each
other.
32. Children would make decisions in our feuaily.
33. When our family got together, everybody would be
present.
34. Rules would change in our fcunily.
35. We could easily think of things to do together.
36. We would shift household responsibilities from
person to person.
37. Family members would consult each other on their
decisions.
38. We would know who the leader(s) was/were in our
family.
39. Fcunily togetherness would be very important.
40. We would tell who does which household chore.
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